









Appetite for Deconstruction in Exeter Book Riddle 12

Abstract: Although one of the notorious “obscene” riddles, Exeter Book Riddle 12 contains more than sexual titillation and denial. This article will address the text’s antithetical pairings. Observing these pairings highlights issues of race, class, gender, and morality, but the text confounds any straightforward process of separating self from other in any of these areas and presents a disturbing enmeshing of the two that contradicts the usual expectations of a well-ordered, moral Anglo-Saxon society.  


Fotum ic fere,   foldan slite, 
grene wongas,   þenden ic gæst bere. 
Gif me feorh losað,   fæste binde 
swearte Wealas,   hwilum sellan men.
Hwilum ic deorum   drincan selle 
beorne of bosme,   hwilum mec bryd triedeð 
felawlonc fotum,   hwilum feorran broht 
wonfeax Wale   wegeð ond þyð, 
dol druncmennen   deorcum nihtum, 
wæteð in wætre,   wyrmeð hwilum
fægre to fyre;   me on fæðme sticaþ 
hygegalan hond,   hwyrfeð geneahhe, 
swifeð me geond sweartne.   Saga hwæt ic hatte, 
þe ic lifgende   lond reafige 
ond æfter deaþe   dryhtum þeowige.​[1]​

[I travel on feet, slice the earth and its green fields, as long as I bear a spirit. If I lose my life, I firmly bind the dark Welsh—and sometimes better men.  Sometimes I give drink to a brave warrior from my belly; sometimes a very proud bride treads on me with her feet; sometimes, brought from far away, a dark-haired Welsh woman, a foolish drunken slave-girl, wiggles, presses, and wets me in water during the dark nights; sometimes she warms me pleasantly by the fire. The wanton’s hand sticks me in an enclosure, moves me frequently, sweeps me through that dark thing. Say what I am called, I who living ravage the land and after death serve the noble multitudes.]


Near the end of Riddle 12, we are instructed to Saga hwæt ic hatte “say what I am called” (13b). To do so is simple: almost all scholars accept the solution oxa “ox” (or its hide).​[2]​  According to one view of riddles, such a widely accepted solution represents the end of the matter, since, however elaborate the image presented in a riddle might be, it is “empty and of no importance” once the solution has been reached.​[3]​  By this reckoning, a riddle is merely a means to an end, even if social functions—such as initiation, education, and status—become attached to it, and thus any issues arising along the way to the solution can likewise be discarded, along with the disguising image, once the game is over.

	Recent scholarship demonstrates that this understanding of the riddle-genre fails to satisfy when faced with Riddle 12. Thus, some critics suggest that the game in question in Riddle 12 is less about reaching the solution than about censorship: the text tempts us with its ambiguity to mention the taboo topic of female masturbation but maintains an “innocent” solution so that those who submit to temptation may be reprimanded by the riddle-poser.​[4]​  This argument draws—implicitly or explicitly—upon Freud’s ideas about sexual repression,​[5]​ and it has the benefit of explaining the presence of sexual jokes in a manuscript produced after the Benedictine reform.​[6]​  

	Yet, while the anachronistic application of Freudian theory to the double entendre riddles in the Exeter Book collection has produced a widely accepted theory of Anglo-Saxon views of sexuality, an unreformed sinner faced with Riddle 12 could easily avoid the trap and thus the humiliation needed to correct his​[7]​ misdirected appetites: unlike Riddle 25, which demands that the respondent choose correctly between “penis” and “onion”, Riddle 12 does not demand, “What is the woman doing?”  We may imagine whatever illicit acts we wish; we need not discipline our minds to find innocent alternatives.​[8]​  We need merely name the source of the material with which the Welsh slave carries out her ambiguous activities and we have triumphed over the censor’s power. Somehow, however, solving Riddle 12 does not end the game: the text continues to disturb, challenge, and whet our appetite for more. 

	For this text, knowing the solution is not enough. In fact, it is possible that knowing the solution is not important at all. Thus, in the discussion that follows I shall argue that, however we solve Riddle 12, the earlier distaste​[9]​ and current fascination with Riddle 12 derives not so much from a Freudian game of censorship as from a Derridean state of deconstruction. The well-defined binary oppositions observed in the text by modern critics unravel under scrutiny, and thus Riddle 12 does not promote a comfortable, stable triumph of the established order of society​[10]​ but an uncomfortable dissolution of the categories through which we might have expected the Anglo-Saxons to have defined themselves. In doing so, Riddle 12 reveals an appetite for challenging the apparently unassailable truths of Anglo-Saxon culture that is unusual in the corpus of Old English poetry. 

	As Tanke notes, “like many OE riddles, [Riddle 12] is constituted by a complex series of conceptual oppositions”.​[11]​  The first to be addressed is life and death:  the riddle presents a contrast between the creature’s activities while alive with its activities when dead. That is, if it is an ox or pig, when it is alive, it ploughs or roots through the ground, and, when it is dead, its skin is manufactured into various objects. Or, if it is a beech tree, when it is alive, its roots break up the ground, and, when it is felled, it is manufactured into various objects. Regardless of the solution, this binary opposition prevails.​[12]​  

	Running parallel to this opposition is a partially stated opposition between night and day. The text does not, in fact, specify that the ox works during the daytime. Given the reality of life without artificial light, we can safely assume that it does, but the need to supply natural, obvious, unstated counterparts to binary oppositions is worth noting, for it will become important later in this discussion. The opposition between day and night represents a distinction between the open, legitimate, and condoned activity of the ox and the undisclosed, illicit, and condemned activity of the Welsh slave. The suspicion associated with those concealed by night is gnomically affirmed in Maxims I: sceomiande man sceal in sceade hweorfan, scir in leohte geriseð “the ashamed man must roam in shadow; the pure belongs in the light” (Maxims I 66). 

	Perhaps related to this association of night and shame is the opposition between social drinking and private drunkenness. Of course, social drinking is likely to have taken place in the evening and lasted into the night, but, like the day-time activities of the ox, such drinking takes place in the light of public view, in contrast with the private drunkenness of the Welsh slave on deorcum nihtum “on dark nights” (9b). Drinking (in moderation) is often associated with positive, social joys, yet what is allowed and laudable when public is forbidden and despised when private.​[13]​  

	Riddle 12 also presents an opposition between noblemen and male slaves—the sellan men “the better men” (4b) and the swearte Wealas “the dark Welsh” (4a)—which is neatly paralleled by the contrast between their womenfolk—the bryd ... felawlonc “the very noble bride” (6b, 7a) and the wonfeax Wale “the dark-haired Welsh slave-girl” (8a). Scholars have argued that the term “welsh” itself seems to have meant dark, bad, low class, mindless, and lawless, as well as “of Celtic origin”.​[14]​  If this is true, Riddle 12 merely states a stereotypical view. Juxtaposed to this image of “the Welsh” is an image of “the English”, the privileged self that is defined in opposition to the denigrated “other”: the familiar, racist image of noble, fair English of both genders opposed to dark, enslaved Welsh of both genders. It is, of course, important to acknowledge that to see this “self” we must add the unspoken terms “fair” and “English” to the text. I am not the first to do so.​[15]​  The important point to notice here, once again, is how natural and inevitable it seems to fill the silence in the text with these unstated, privileged oppositions.​[16]​

	The next group of oppositions adds another feature to the text: misogyny. As already noted, the male slaves in this text are matched by a female slave, while the male nobles are matched by the bryd...felawlonc. Pinsker and Ziegler interpret this woman as “die vornehme Hausfrau” (“the aristocratic housewife”),​[17]​ and their equation of pride and nobility has solid foundations, for, in poetry, at least, wlanc seems to be strongly correlated with nobility.​[18]​  However, the meaning of wlanc is also determined by the gender with which it is associated. Pride is a becoming attribute for a noble warrior such as Beowulf,​[19]​ but it is not appropriate for noble women; Wealhtheow, for example, is never described as wlanc. In poetry, wlanc is applied to women in only one context: the double-entendre riddles. 

	The double-entendre riddles constitute a special sub-set of Old English literature,​[20]​ one in which wlanc and associated compounds can not only be applied to women but can also connote lustiness rather than pride and power.​[21]​  For example, in Riddle 25 the churl’s daughter is modwlonc “proud-minded” as she approaches the onion/penis, and in Riddle 42 the wlanc “proud” hen has sex with the cock. The two women in Riddle 12 are both marked in the same way, with words that have “pride” as their root: felawlonc (7a) and hygegal (12a).​[22]​  As noted above, previous critics and translators have seen felawlonc as a word that associates the bryd “bride” with the noble Anglo-Saxons and means “stately”, “haughty”, or “aristocratic”. In the context of a double-entendre riddle, however, it can be argued that the bride walking on her shoes (or on the floor) is “lusty”.​[23]​  Hygegal, applied to the drunk, Welsh maidservant, is generally translated as “wanton” or “lascivious,”​[24]​ “lustful,”​[25]​ or even “hot”.​[26]​  Given the negative connotations usually associated with gal,​[27]​ however, she may even be “dirty minded”. Despite their difference in race and status, these two women are thus united in their lustiness, which is a trait ascribed particularly to women as opposed to men—in patristic circles, at least.​[28]​  To complete the opposition, we can supply the silent, privileged category of “chaste” to characterise the men.

	With care, it is possible to set up these oppositions cleanly so that the shape of a moral universe can be discerned. This shape is, of course, a gross simplification, but it probably would have been as recognisable to an Anglo-Saxon audience as it is to modern critics. The oppositions that make up this shape reveal a society that, logically enough, distinguishes between “us” and “them” and values “us”—good, blond, chaste, male, Anglo-Saxon nobles—over “them”—morally suspect, dark, lustful, female, Welsh slaves. Yet there are other oppositions within the text that cut across this apparently simple world view, and even the apparently tidy oppositions just presented quickly unravel under scrutiny. 

	The first to unravel is the opposition between life and death. The paradoxical logic of anthropomorphism means that death does not stop this creature from leading a full and active life. Similarly, while it may be obvious and natural that life is good, death can be good, too, even a violent and painful death, particularly in the context of manufacturing, during which natural objects like oxen are transformed into objects useful to humanity.​[29]​  Such a reversal of the associations usually evoked by the opposition between life and death is typical of the Exeter Book Riddles, but in Riddle 12 the non-intuitive connection between death and value is also subtly marked by language. The productive work done by the living creature comes about in violence, as it slite “tears” (1b) and reafige “ravages” (14b) the earth. In contrast, the apparently immoral activity of the Welsh slave, whatever turmoil it might cause its readers, takes place in peace, fægre to fyre “pleasantly by the fire” (11a).

	The opposition between bound and free is similarly unsafe. It seems natural that slaves—those who are bound—should be opposed to nobles—those who are free, but the riddle as a whole seems to have the very idea of binding and freedom in a Derridean state of free-play.​[30]​  Thus the living ox, initially opposed to the binding leather, is not free but bound in laborious servitude. In contrast, the Welsh woman, a member of an enslaved people, appears to enjoy a threatening freedom in her auto-stimulation. At the very least, she controls and confines the wooden or leather object that occupies a third of the text.

	Equally imperilled are the oppositions between classes and races. First, as already mentioned, traditional Christian misogyny unites the felawlonc “very lustful” (7a) Anglo-Saxon woman with the hygegalan “dirty-minded” (12a) Welsh woman: both are characterised by sexual desire, despite their supposedly distinct classes and races. Similarly, the male slaves probably include both Welsh and English men:  although Pinsker and Ziegler interpret the binding of the sellan “better men” (4b) as a reference to free Anglo-Saxons wearing belts, Pelteret interprets them as Anglo-Saxons enslaved by capture in war.​[31]​ 

	Even the association between the usefulness and morality of daytime activities and the immorality of night-time activities falls apart under scrutiny. Deorcum nihtum “during dark nights” (9b) applies to the Welsh woman’s activities, but the three activities from line 5 to 13a—social drinking, perhaps a wedding celebration, and whatever the wale is doing—all could be taking place at night, even if, as previously suggested, the first two take place in the “light” of public scrutiny. Night-time thus indicates noble and social activities as well as lewd and private ones, and given the likelihood that this part of the riddle does represent a double entendre and thus possesses a non-sexual referent as well, the work done by the Welsh slave during dark nights may be as useful and productive as that done by the ox during the day. As Rulon-Miller suggests, she may be practising the highly skilled craft of cuir bouilli.​[32]​  

	The moral basis for rejection of the wonfeax wale is further undermined if we acknowledge that she may not be drunk. Although I have adopted the usual translation of druncmennen as “drunken female servant” (9a) throughout my discussion thus far, the hapax legomena could mean “drink server” rather than “drunken slave”.​[33]​  If it does, then the riddle does not contain any opposition between social drinking and private drunkenness. The ambiguity surrounding the Welsh maid’s inebriation is probably an affliction affecting modern rather than Anglo-Saxon audiences, but, as Higley has demonstrated, this text revels in linguistic ambiguity. Its ambiguous pronouns and its presentation of intransitive verbs in apparently ungrammatical transitive senses  result in a text whose language refuses certainty.​[34]​ Druncmennen may have been ambiguous to an Anglo-Saxon audience, too.

	In the end the text renders the construction of any opposition between “self” and “other” not merely difficult but impossible, for all the post-death activities in the poem, including whatever the Welsh woman is doing, are summed up by the last line: æfter deaþe dryhtum þeowige “after death I serve the noble multitudes” (15). Whatever classes, genders, races, and moral standings have been set out in the course of the riddle are all conflated in the last line, not merely into a general human community, but into the Anglo-Saxon elite, the dryht. This may appear to be a large burden for one word, especially given that some translators render the word simply as “mankind”.​[35]​  The Toronto Dictionary of Old English, however, suggests that, although the word appears to have three overlapping spheres of meaning (nobility, wedding ceremony, and groups), the idea of nobility is primary and remains operative even when the other spheres are present.​[36]​  

	The simplex, dryht, is used in all three spheres of meaning. It occurs nineteen times, mainly in poetry, and in many cases it is not possible to separate the connotations of “nobility” from “group”; that is, it refers to a “noble troop”, as might be expected from a literature that focuses almost exclusively on the elite. Many compounds use dryht to ascribe high status to people or objects (e.g. dryhtwer “chieftain, noble retainer”; dryhtfolc “noble troop”). The adjectival and adverbial forms similarly ascribe high status to the nouns and verbs that they modify (e.g. drihtlic “lordly, noble, splendid”; dryhtlice “nobly, in a lordly manner”). 

	Similarly, it is likely that the simplex retains connotations of both “nobility” and “group” when it is used in association with weddings. That is, the participants of a wedding may have been considered a “noble group”. Two compounds associated with weddings appear in poetry, both in Beowulf (dryhtsibb “peace between retinues”; dryhtbearn “wedding attendant”). In these cases, they refer specifically to high-ranking Danes and Heathobards, so the connotations of “nobility” and the issue of group-identity remain relevant.

	Of the remaining compounds that specify “groups” without necessarily indicating “nobility”, dryhtgesiþ “fellow member of a group” appears in the Finnsburh Fragment, referring to military groups and thus implicitly to the noble elite. The other, dryhtweorþ “honoured by the people” is an epithet of St John the Divine and arguably retains the usual ascription of heroic nobility to saints (seen, for example, in Andreas and The Fates of the Apostles). 

	The evidence from the DOE suggests that, when the ox refers to serving the dryhtum, it offers its service to the elite, not to “mankind” in general. Such an exclusive focus on the elite is common in Old English poetry, but it is not always expected in the Exeter Book Riddles, which are famously proclaimed to provide a window onto everyday life.​[37]​  It is also an unexpected focus in the context of the coarse humour that lies at the heart of this riddle, even though, despite modern expectations that such humour is associated with the lower classes,​[38]​ the Exeter Book Riddles ascribe sexual activities to upper and lower classes alike.​[39]​  Whatever the associations between class and sexuality, what is important about dryhtum for this discussion is that all the possible oppositions—English, Welsh, male, female, free, bound, chaste, lustful, public, private, good, bad, drunk, or sober—become part of the “us” identified as the Anglo-Saxon elite. The only opposition that remains intact by the end of the riddle is that between the non-human and the human, and even that exists only in the past: the manufacturing process fully assimilates the non-human into the human world.
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^1	  Quotations from Old English are taken from Krapp and Dobbie, eds. All translations are my own.
^2	  For a list of solutions, see Fry. The “ox” solution owes much of its authority to the presence of similar motifs in Anglo-Latin riddles; see Aldhelm’s Enigma 83 (Iuvencus) and Eusebius’ Enigma 37 (De Vitulo).  Only two scholars propose different solutions.  For “pig (skin)”, see Gleißner, 341, n. 6.  For “beech tree”, see Koppinen.  
^3	  Kaivola-Bregenhøj, 19.
^4	  See Higley, Rulon-Miller, and Tanke.
^5	  See, for example, Rulon-Miller, 122-4; Stewart, 49; Tanke, 30; Williamson, Old English Riddles, 299.
^6	  Cf. Rulon-Miller, 102-6; Salvador, 61.
^7	  The Freudian logic requires a male audience.  As far as I know, no critic has attempted to analyse how a female reader would respond to this text.
^8	  Rulon-Miller proposes that the woman is making a leather bottle (118-22); Higley suggests she is washing dishes with a leather rag (42).  
^9	  Davis, 40.
^10	  Rulon-Miller, 124-6; cf. Robson, 82-83.
^11	  Tanke, 33.
^12	  For the sake of brevity, I shall henceforth refer only to the “ox” solution.
^13	  Cf. Riddle 63 and discussion in Magennis, Images, 35-59 and Magennis, Anglo-Saxon Appetites, 17-28. 
^14	  Banham; Faull; Pelteret, 322; Rulon-Miller,115.
^15	  See Bitterli, 31; Pelteret, 51-3; Tupper, 95.  
^16	  Cf Tanke 34-8. 
^17	  See Pinsker and Ziegler, 167.  For translation of this word as “haughty”, see Porter, 27.  For “stately”, see Crossley-Holland, 32. 
^18	  The usual, negative connotations of “proud” in prose are not always appropriate to wlanc in Old English verse (Lindheim, 33; Rüden, 107-22; cf. Cronan, 400-1).
^19	  See, for example, Beowulf 341a.  Other men are labelled wlanc in positive contexts at Beowulf 331b and 2953a, Elene 231a, Judith 325a, Meters of Boethius 17.6b, Waldere B 30a, Maldon 205b, Brunanburh 72a, and Rune Poem 39a.  
^20	  Davis argues against segregating these texts from the rest of the corpus (54).
^21	  Lindheim, 33-39.
^22	  For discussion of gal, see Lindheim 39-42.
^23	  Cf. Lindheim, 34; Rüden, 153.  Cf. Murphy’s discussion of the “explosively suggestive” idea of the “grip of a proud woman” (177).
^24	  See Bosworth-Toller and Clark Hall, s.v. hygegal; cf. Crossley-Holland, 32; Hamer, 101; Williamson, Old English Riddles, 433.
^25	  Porter, 27.  Porter makes the word an adverb: “lustfully”.
^26	  Alexander, 30; Williamson, Feast of Creatures, 70
^27	  Lindheim, 40-41.
^28	  See especially Jerome’s Adversus Jovinianum I.28.
^29	  Cf. Riddle 14 (horn), Riddle 27 (mead), and especially Riddle 26 (Gospel book). 
^30	  Rulon-Miller, 126.  Cf. Smith, 88; Wehlau, 110; and, of course, Derrida, 294.
^31	  Pinsker and Ziegler, 167; Pelteret, 52.
^32	  Rulon-Miller, 118-22.
^33	  Trautmann, 75.  Cf. Tanke, 42, n. 36.
^34	  Higley, 38-59.  Cf. Gleißner, 342.
^35	  See, for example, Alexander, 30; Crossley-Holland, 32; Hamer, 101; Williamson, Feast, 70.
^36	  Cameron, et al, s.v. dryht.  The terms and definitions listed below are all taken from this source (henceforth DOE).
^37	  See, for example, Kennedy, 134; Niles, 52.
^38	  Tupper, 203; cf. Tanke, 23.
^39	  Stewart, 47.
^40	  Tanke, 35.
